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Objective: “This article examines the dynamic, reciprocal relationship
between spectator and film, arguing that viewing is not a passive reception
but a mutual perceptual interaction rooted in Merleau-Ponty’s concept of
“intentionality.” The study explores how cinematic structures activate
cognitive-emotional processes, while the viewer’s lived experiences
simultaneously reconstruct the film’s meaning.”

Methods: Utilizing a phenomenological approach, this research analyzes
the experiential encounter between viewer and screen. By drawing on
phenomenological film theory specifically the works of Merleau-Ponty
and Vivian Sobchack the study investigates how perception, embodiment,
and intentionality function within the cinematic experience.

Results: The findings demonstrate that intentionality is bidirectional.
Beyond the viewer’s gaze, the film acts as a “living body” that actively
perceives the spectator. This interaction creates a “perceptual-experiential
loop,” where cinematic form invites engagement, and the viewer, through
mindfulness and empathy, generates meaning.

Conclusions: The study concludes that cinematic meaning emerges in an
intersubjective space at the intersection of the filmic text and the
spectator’s consciousness. In this encounter, the spectator is not merely an
observer but is also perceived by the film, resulting in a shared, reflexive
field of awareness between the viewer and the cinematic experience.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the central questions in film theory concerns the nature of cinematic reality: does cinema
represent reality or merely create the illusion of it? Unlike theatre, cinema is not a live event
but a recorded construction. Yet spectators often experience films as if they were present
realities. As a result, film viewing involves a constant tension between absence and presence,
fiction and reality. Even when viewers recognize a film as fictional, they may still become
absorbed in the illusion of reality that cinema produces. Watching a film is therefore not a
passive reception of images but a complex perceptual experience in which the viewer engages
with an imaginary text that generates a sense of presence. Film studies have long emphasized
the relationship between the spectator and the cinematic text. Meaning in cinema emerges not
only from the images themselves but from the interaction between filmic structure and the
spectator’s perceptual and emotional activity. Early theorists such as Jean Epstein introduced
the concept of photogénie, describing the ability of cinema to intensify the expressive qualities
of objects and faces through the camera. Photogénie highlights cinema’s capacity to transform
perception at the level of the individual image. At the same time, cinematic meaning also
depends on narrative and temporal organization. The concept of photoplay refers to the
arrangement of images into a coherent dramatic structure. While photogénie functions at the
level of the shot, photoplay organizes these expressive images into a unified cinematic body.
Hugo Miinsterberg’s psychological theory further emphasizes the active role of the spectator.
According to Miinsterberg, cinematic perception relies on mental processes such as attention,
memory, imagination, and emotion. Even movement and depth are not simply given by the
image but are constructed through the spectator’s mental activity. This perspective opens the
way for a more dynamic understanding of spectatorship. Phenomenology offers a deeper
framework for examining this relationship. Maurice Merleau Ponty’s concept of embodiment
places the lived body at the center of perception. For him, perception is not purely intellectual
but grounded in bodily experience. Building on this idea, Vivian Sobchack argues that
cinematic experience involves two perceiving subjects: the spectator and the film. Daniel
Frampton similarly describes film as a thinking and perceiving system. Together, these
perspectives suggest that cinema operates through a reciprocal relationship between filmic
perception and human perception, forming a dynamic interaction between spectator and film.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative and theoretical methodology based on phenomenological
analysis. The study does not rely on empirical measurement or statistical data; instead, it uses
conceptual and interpretive analysis to examine the experiential relationship between film and
spectator. The theoretical framework is grounded in the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, especially his concept of embodiment and intentionality, and in the film theories of
Vivian Sobchack and Daniel Frampton. The research also draws on early film theory,
particularly the concepts of photogénie and photoplay, in order to explain how cinematic
experience is formed at both the level of the image and the level of narrative organization.
Through this framework, the study analyzes how cinematic elements such as montage, rthythm,
sound, movement, framing, and narrative structure activate the spectator’s sensory, cognitive,
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and emotional capacities. The spectator is approached not as a passive receiver but as an
embodied subject whose memories, expectations, cultural background, and perceptual habits
participate in the formation of cinematic meaning.

Discussion

The findings show that film should not be understood merely as a representation of reality, but
as an embodied, perception-producing, and interactive entity. Photogénie creates the basic
sensory intensity of the cinematic image. It gives objects, faces, gestures, and spaces a
heightened presence and transforms them into expressive elements. These intensified images
may be considered the cells of the filmic body. Photoplay, on the other hand, organizes these
cells into a temporal and dramatic structure. Through editing, rhythm, and narrative
progression, it turns separate visual moments into a coherent cinematic organism. The
embodiment of film emerges from the relation between these two levels. Film is therefore not
simply an image to be seen; it is a body with rhythm, texture, weight, movement, and sensory
force. It can be felt as much as it can be seen. Visual discourse also shapes how this filmic body
is understood. Every cinematic experience takes place within historical, cultural, ideological,
and technological conditions that determine what can be seen and how it can be interpreted. At
the same time, spectatorship explains how the viewer responds to this filmic body. The
spectator is not only a visual observer but also a cultural, psychological, and embodied subject
who enters into a sensory and interpretive relation with the film. The cinematic experience is
therefore multisensory. It involves not only sight but also rhythm, pressure, sound, affect,
movement, and texture. In this process, the body of the film and the body of the spectator may
reach a state of perceptual resonance. This occurs when the film’s formal organization activates
and adjusts the spectator’s perceptual and imaginative capacities. At this point, film and
spectator form a shared sensory-cognitive circuit.

Conclusion

The study concludes that film perception is a reciprocal and dynamic process. The film, through
its form, style, rhythm, and narrative, provides a framework for the spectator’s experience.
However, it is the spectator who activates this framework through cognitive, emotional, bodily,
and cultural participation. Meaning is therefore not located solely in the film itself, nor only in
the mind of the viewer, but in the embodied and interactive space between them. The proposed
model of the perceptual-experiential loop explains this relation. In this loop, the film invites
the spectator into participation, while the spectator gives life and meaning to the film through
perception, memory, imagination, and identification. Cinema thus appears as a living and
evolving body, and the spectator becomes an active participant in its becoming. The cinematic
experience is ultimately an intersubjective event in which film and viewer encounter one
another within a shared field of perception, sensation, and consciousness.
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